Letter from Daisy Gooding by (author) et al.
Box 247 
Onoway, A l b e r t a 
TOE 1VO 
September 22, 1979 
Dear Madam: 
R e c e n t l y I was informed t h a t you are e n d e a v o r i n g t o t r a c e 
the names of the ferrymen who o p e r a t e d the r i v e r f e r r i e s i n our 
p r o v i n c e d u r i n g the p e r i o d of 1905 t o 1923. My f a t h e r 
( C h r i s t o p h e r Johnston) was one of these ferrymen. He o p e r a t e d the 
f e r r y a t the town of Athabasca on the r i v e r of the same name 
d u r i n g the 1920 t o 1921 season. 
A r r i v i n g i n Canada from England i n 1905, he came from N o r t h 
B a t t l e f o r d t o Edmonton w i t h the r a i l r o a d survey crew and then 
went t o Athabasca as a l a y m i s s i o n a r y and t r a d e r f o r the f i r s t 
year of h i s l i f e i n the then "New F r o n t i e r " . 
Then, a f t e r m a r r y i n g my mother ( E l i z a b e t h Johnson) i n 1906, 
they s e t t l e d i n Athabasca where they o p e r a t e d a bakery u n t i l 
a f t e r o u t b r e a k of the F i r s t World War (1914-1918). Owing t o a 
s e r i e s of o p e r a t i o n s my mother's h e a l t h made i t i m p o s s i b l e t o 
c a r r y on the bakery b u s i n e s s s u c c e s s f u l l y , and my f a t h e r became 
the town policeman a f t e r the N o r t h West Mounted P o l i c e detachment 
c l o s e d . With the advent of the A l b e r t a P r o v i n c i a l P o l i c e p o s t e d 
i n A thabasca we moved out t o the Homestead n o r t h of the r i v e r and 
i n the summer of 1920, Dad took on the job of ferryman. 
The A l b e r t a Government s u p p l i e d l i v i n g q u a r t e r s , known as 
the " F e r r y Shack", which was s i t u a t e d on the n o r t h bank of the 
r i v e r . One s m a l l room a c t e d as combined k i t c h e n and l i v i n g 
q u a r t e r s and two s m a l l bedrooms ( b l a n k e t s s u b s t i t u t e d f o r d o o r s ) . 
A f r o n t p o r c h p a r t i a l l y e n c l o s e d which c o n t a i n e d a c o o k s t o v e used 
i n the summer kept the " F e r r y Shack" l i v e a b l e on hot days. 
In 1920, the t h e n , new f e r r y , was launched w i t h much t o do, 
and as soon as i t was put i n the r i v e r the c a b l e snapped and the 
f e r r y p a r t i a l l y submerged. By r u n n i n g from s i d e t o s i d e , Dad was 
a b l e t o keep i t f l o a t i n g , and, as l u c k would have i t , t h e r e was a 
heavy rope f a s t e n e d t o the f e r r y . By the time h i s would be 
r e s c u e r s a r r i v e d by motor boat, he had managed t o snag the f e r r y 
t o a l a r g e t r e e which was f o r t u n a t e l y growing q u i t e c l o s e t o the 
r i v e r bank. T h i s l i t t l e e p i s o d e earned him the honorary t i t l e of 
" C a p t a i n C h r i s J o h n s t o n " . 
A ferryman's hours were 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 
However a f t e r m i d n i g h t a l l who used the f e r r y p a i d 25 c e n t s . The 
d o c t o r , p o l i c e and t e l e p h o n e linemen e x c l u d e d . A l o u d shout 
awakened the ferryman and i t was a t h i s d e s c r e t i o n whether he 
took the f e r r y a c r o s s t o p i c k up the n i g h t t r a v e l l e r . There was 
no r e g u l a r t r i p s a c r o s s the r i v e r ; when t h e r e were enough 
pas s e n g e r s w a i t i n g t o make the t r i p worth t a k i n g the f e r r y over 
t o the o p p o s i t e s i d e ; then the ferryman brought i t a c r o s s . 
Emergencies were e x c e p t i o n s t o the r u l e . 
One amusing i n c i d e n t I heard my Dad r e l a t e concerned an 
i n e b r i a t e d gentleman who owned a c a r . ( I t o c c u r r e d d u r i n g 
p r o h i b i t i o n but f o r m e d i c i n a l purposes a l c o h o l c o u l d be and was 
o b t a i n e d . ) Back t o the s t o r y - - w e l l t h i s same gentleman, drunk or 
sober, c l a i m e d u n t o l d v i r t u e s r e l a t i o n t o t h i s c a r ; c l a i m i n g i t 
c o u l d do a n y t h i n g a horse c o u l d or b e t t e r . So he d e c i d e d one 
ev e n i n g t h a t i n s t e a d of w a i t i n g u n t i l the f e r r y landed at the 
approach, i t would be q u i c k e r i f he s t a r t e d the s a i d c a r and l e t 
i t "jump" t o s h o r e . 
Now i t i s a w e l l known f a c t t h a t one never argues w i t h a 
"drunk" so Dad j u s t reached out and removed the crank and then 
h e l p e d the poor f e l l o w l o o k a l l over f o r the crank u n t i l the 
f e r r y had s a f e l y docked and th e n , low and b e h o l d , the m i s s i n g 
crank was found under the c a r ! The d r i v e r made i t s a f e l y o f f the 
f e r r y b u t , h a l f way up the h i l l , he d e c i d e d t o take a s h o r t c u t , 
so he t u r n e d i n t o a f o o t path and s t a l l e d the c a r . The next 
morning he came back f o r h i s c a r , sober, and c o n s i d e r a b l y w i s e r . 
He thanked my Dad f o r s a v i n g h i s l i f e because he c o u l d n ' t swim, 
and n e i t h e r c o u l d h i s c a r . 
Another i n c i d e n t I r e c a l l was at f r e e z e - u p time i n the f a l l 
of '21 when the i c e was f l o a t i n g down the r i v e r and the o n l y way 
to c r o s s was i n the canoe--which was p r o v i d e d by the Government, 
to be used by the ferryman i n the f a l l and s p r i n g u n t i l such 
times the f e r r y c o u l d be used, or the i c e s a f e t o c r o s s . (During 
the summer the l i t t l e r e d canoe was a t t a c h e d to the f e r r y i n case 
of an emergency). The p o s t - m i s t r e s s from a n o r t h e r n s e t t l e m e n t 
brought the m a i l i n t o be d e l i v e r e d t o the Post O f f i c e i n 
At h a b a s c a . To say t h i s good l a d y was s t o u t would be p u t t i n g i t 
k i n d l y . My Dad r e f u s e d t o take her a c r o s s the r i v e r so she gave 
the m a i l bag t o my s i s t e r V i o l e t t o take t o the Post O f f i c e . 
A f t e r a s h o r t w a i t , u n t i l another man a r r i v e d t o h e l p paddle 
the canoe a c r o s s the r i v e r , dodging the i c e f l o w s , my s i s t e r 
p r o u d l y walked the t h r e e m i l e s t o the Post O f f i c e o n l y t o have 
the Post-master r e f u s e t o accept "His Royal M a j e s t y ' s m a i l from 
an u n a u t h o r i z e d p e r s o n " and he made her c a r r y i t back to the 
r i v e r c r o s s i n g , where he proceeded to l e t my Dad know he had 
broken the law and was l i a b l e t o p r o s e c u t i o n and thrown i n j a i l 
f o r a l l o w i n g an e l e v e n year o l d c h i l d t o handle the m a i l . 
My Dad j u s t handed him the p a d d l e , p o i n t e d t o the canoe, 
p o i n t e d a c r o s s the r i v e r t o the v e r y s t o u t s u b - p o s t m i s t r e s s and 
suggested t h a t , j u s t maybe he, the Post-master would l i k e t o row 
over and b r i n g the a u t o r i z e d person over h i m s e l f ; a t the same 
time Dad wondered out l o u d , j u s t how the Post-master and the v e r y 
s t o u t l a d y would f i t i n t o the l i t t l e canoe. Suddenly the l i g h t 
began t o dawn and a v e r y subdued gentleman a p o l o g i z e d to my Dad 
and s i s t e r f o r h i s s t u p i d i t y . 
I t was the ferryman's r e s p o n s i b i l i t y t o d e c i d e when the 
f e r r y was t o be taken out of the r i v e r a t f r e e z e - u p , and t o t e s t 
the i c e and d e c l a r e i t s a f e f o r f o o t p a s s e n g e r s , and then when i t 
was t h i c k enough f o r the teams t o s a f e l y c r o s s i n the w i n t e r , and 
i n the s p r i n g , t o ban the use of the i c e c r o s s i n g when break-up 
was i n e v i t a b l e . 
I hope t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n w i l l be of h e l p t o you, and would 
g r e a t l y a p p r e c i a t e the r e t u r n of the (3) e n c l o s e d photographs. 
I remain, 
Yours t r u l y , 
D a i s y Gooding 
(nee Johnston) 
